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Abstract 
A long standing debate in India relates to the extent to which the Indian Government be duly allowed to intervene in the 
supervision of the higher education institutions. Increasingly, it is being suggested that the “invisible hand of the market”  be 
allowed to modulate the higher education system through the free play of the rising and dipping arms of the scale of demand and 
supply. The judgement of quality of education rests with the student, as much as it does with other entities. It is being stressed 
that student perceptions and judgement is an important, albeit neglected, marker of institutional quality. Similarly, it is also being 
put forth the world over that the boundaries between public and private universities are superfluous and must be relegated to the 
background. It is about time that the “licence Raj” be made to give way to regulatory methods that allow for authentic quality 
assurance. 
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India has four distinct types of higher education institutions: public universities, which are established by the 
central government through acts of the parliament; state universities, which are established by state legislation; 
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private or “self-financed” universities, which are called “deemed-to-be-universities” and are governed by section 
three of the University Grants Commission (UGC) Act; and private universities in states, established through the 
Private University Act. The commonly called private universities do not receive any funding for development from 
the Indian Government. They subsist on the revenues that they gather from tuition fees.  
In India, the students, who are the most important stake holders and beneficiaries of the higher education system, 
clearly prefer private universities to public. This is mainly because the private universities offer more with respect to 
enhancement of the employability aspect of the student’s repertoire. Moreover, private universities generally offer 
choices in programs that are career oriented such as engineering, management, and architecture, compared with 
public universities, which mainly focus on “general education” programs in humanities and social sciences. The 
advancement of private higher education in India has been driven by a very compelling demand in the higher 
education demographic, and not public policy. The last decade has witnessed phenomenal growth of the private 
sector: In the year 2002, India had nearly 4400 professional colleges of which about 3150—upwards of 70 per 
cent—were in the private sector (Powar & Bhalla, 2005, as cited in Powar, 2012). This growth has continued 
unabated: In the year 2012, the total number of diploma granting institutions stood at 12,748, of which 9,541 were in 
the private sector. More importantly, the private sector has recorded growth at the broadest level: in the year 2012, 
as many as 64% of higher education institutions were in the private sector. This growth was reflected in other 
parameters as well—59% of student enrolment in higher education was in the private sector.  
Notwithstanding the above, the Indian Government reserves its most stringent regulatory measures for the 
private institutions. Even more bizarre is the case that public universities, which receive government funding to the 
tune of millions of rupees, are allowed to operate with only minimal regulations.  In an ironic twist, public 
intuitions, which do not enrol students to full capacity, are left off the hook, whereas private universities, which are 
highly selective in their student intake in spite of higher tuition, are burdened with inordinately heavy regulatory 
mechanisms. 
The recent nation-wide debates and protests over the University Grants Commission’s stand on four-year 
undergraduate courses is a case in point. The fact of the Commission’s attack on some such programs, without a 
modicum of investigation into the structure and components of the programs and the manner in which it was carried 
out, with shocking disregard for the students and institutions can only be considered worrying. Also curious is the 
case that the regulatory agencies come down the hardest on institutions that enjoy solid reputations for quality and 
integrity: the IITs, IISc, Symbiosis International University, and the Shiv Nadar University. Indeed, it is because 
these institutions have enjoyed greater autonomy that they tower over the legion of low-achieving state universities, 
which are the way they are partly because they enjoy far less institutional self-governance. One wonders what 
conceivable purpose is served by the government agencies’ harmful interference, other than, of course, providing the 
bureaucrats an opportunity to make a show of being engaged with the higher education system. Carl Lewis’ thought 
comes to mind: “The task of the modern educator is not to cut down jungles, but to irrigate deserts.”      
2. Increasing role of private participants in the wake of “massification” 
Much like the rest of the world, the emergence of private contributors to higher education in India is an all-too-
prominent phenomenon. Private institutions make the largest and the fastest growing segment (EY-FICCI, 2012). 
The chief lever of this trend is “massification”—the shift in access to higher education from “elite” to “masses,” 
denoting a shift in both the extent and nature of demand for higher education.  
The other accounting factors also run common across India and other countries. First, state expenditure in higher 
education has borne the axe; meager public investments in higher education invariably presage undesirable 
outcomes.  India’s public expenditure on higher education as percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) is a low 
0.6%.  For this reason alone, it is important to open the system to competition from non-governmental sector and 
allow enough transparency that the “best man wins”. This will also facilitate surplus capital to be invested back into 
the sector, and draw in enterprise and talent. 
Second, the co-relation between higher education and employment has consolidated—a development to which 
private institutions has responded in a more timely fashion. Indeed, it is the dynamism of the Indian private sector 
that has allowed it to spawn and capture forte segments in higher education, even in the face of “over-regulatory” 
government fiats and missing policy direction. This is in stark contrast to the scenario in neighbouring countries to 
the south east, especially Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand. 
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Third, the private sector, all across the world, has risen to the challenge of quality assurance. Of the top ten US 
universities in the QS World University Rankings® 2013-14, all are private institutions. In India, deemed 
universities, the vast majority of which are in the private sector, received higher grades by NAAC, an assessment 
and accrediting agency, than public universities (Powar, 2012).  
Fourth, internationalization, the new sine qua non of higher education, is also propelled forward by private 
universities in India. Cross border higher education, the most prominent expression of internationalization, has made 
its biggest impression on the private sector. In fact, the increase in inbound mobility of international students is to be 
credited, at least partially, to the emergence of private participants. The specific expression of internationalization in 
India, as in much of South Asia and the Gulf region has been in the form of privately owned and managed 
international branch campuses. In a research study of Indian branch campuses in popular source countries, the 
OBHE (2006) noted that the vast majority of them were private institutions (Agarwal, n.d.a).  
3. The “licence raj” of the regulatory structure  
The Indian Government’s position on private participants is out of step with reality. An apt description is the 
proverbial “licence raj”—a system encumbered with excessively centralized regulations. The federal structure of the 
system, especially in the wake of the Forty-second Amendment to the Constitution” (1976) renders the system 
susceptible to political vagaries, even mishandling. The UGC regulations, often punitive in nature, work to clamp 
down on private institutions’ autonomy and self-determination. It is not enough that “checks and balances” are in 
place to hold existing institutions answerable; a responsible system must also provide resources to institutions so 
that they may be encouraged to continually enhance the deliverable. In the case of private institutions, this argument 
holds even better as these institutions do not receive any funding from the government, but are subject to more 
regulatory directives. 
The Ministry of Human Resource and Development’s approach to higher education policy is largely governed by 
a rubric that derives from NPE (1986) and PoA (1992). Both documents have social-democratic reinforcement to 
them. As comprehensive as the two reports are, one might well ask how effectively they take in hand mounting gaps 
in higher education that result from India’s growing participation in globalization. This presents a significant 
obstacle to ushering in global advances in pedagogy and education, such as vocalization, specialization, advances in 
instructional technology, and research and development. None of these reforms would be possible until the policy 
makers decide to remodel a rulebook that was drafted over twenty-five years ago (in fact, the original version of 
NPE was drafted in 1968).  
Further, the UGC and the AICTE wield enormous power to “coordinate and determine standards” in higher 
education. This power is customarily translated to imply methodization, as in forging homogeny and symmetry by 
drawing up a centralized schema. Thus, the government assumes a paternalistic and directorial stance, leading to the 
locus classicus “over-regulation and under-governance”. The “over regulation” is, in point of fact, fault-ridden at 
many levels: the enacted edicts are drafted with the intent to schematize not just the bigger pieces of the puzzle, but 
the “nuts and bolts” as well. Consequently, the regulatory plan that oversees higher education goes into the brass 
tacks of curriculum, examination, evaluation, teacher – student ratio and such. Add to this cases that the regulators 
are sundry, the bureaucracy heavy-going, and academia divorced from policy makers.  It is no surprise then that this 
positioning renders policy makers distrustful of initiatives that are dynamic and self-motivated, such as those 
undertaken by the private sector. The system indeed necessitates approaches that are diverse enough to target the 
large variety of demands and needs in the higher education demographic.  
4. Conclusion 
 
Whilst the structure of checks and balances is rigorous enough, the concern about how effective it is in achieving 
the end goal of enhancing the overall quality of education persists. The emergence of newer providers of higher 
education has rendered the quality control aspect of higher education more ineffectual than before. The present 
higher education scenario is marked by an upsurge in information and knowledge. This casts a welcome quandary to 
educators: While it is difficult to stay abreast with the ever growing expansion of specializations, inter-disciplinary 
and multi-disciplinary streams, delivery modes etc., herein lie latent opportunities for all stakeholders. In view of the 
consideration that private sector is no longer an outlying phenomenon but one that is securely grounded in the 
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mainstream, it falls to the policy makers to sketch out policy that will shepherd the private higher education such 
that as it moves forward, it also addresses the systemic challenges of access, equity, and quality.      
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